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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries





•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


This guide covers A-level Unit 4 Option 8 Germany: Democracy and Dictatorship c.1918–1945; Part 2: Nazi Germany c.1933–1945 in the WJEC GCE specification, which is worth 20% of the total A-level. This is the second half of the chosen depth study, the first half of which has been studied in Unit 2. Knowledge and understanding previously learnt in Unit 2 should be utilised when addressing the study of Unit 4.


The Content Guidance section outlines the key content areas within the period 1933–45. The first part of this section focuses on further developments in the Nazi control of Germany after 1933. It goes on to explore the impact of Nazi racial, social and religious policies between 1933 and 1945, and analyses the effectiveness of Nazi economic policy in those years. The next part of the option deals with changing Nazi foreign policy 1933–45, analysing the backdrop to the outbreak of the Second World War and evaluating the key developments during the war and the overall impact upon Germany.


The Questions & Answers section gives examples of responses to the extended-answer (worth 30 marks) questions in Q1 and Q2 or Q3, which focus upon the value of historical sources to a historian for a specific development and a choice of traditional essay type questions. Examples of both strong (A-grade) and weak (C-grade) responses to both types of question are provided. It is not possible to provide sample questions and answers for every development, so you must be aware that any part of the specification could be tested in the examination. This guide cannot go into full detail on every development, so you should use it alongside other resources, such as class notes and articles in journals, as well as at least some of the books included in the reading list drawn up by the WJEC for this specification.





Content Guidance



Chronology of Nazi Germany 1933–45






	Year

	Date

	Event






	1933

	30 January

	Hitler becomes Reich chancellor






	 

	27 February

	Reichstag fire






	 

	28 February

	Reichstag Fire Decree






	 

	5 March

	Reichstag election






	 

	21 March

	Day of Potsdam ceremony






	 

	23 March

	Enabling Act






	 

	1 April

	National boycott of Jewish businesses






	 

	7 April

	Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service






	 

	2 May

	Trade unions abolished






	 

	10 May

	Burning of un-German books






	 

	22 June

	SPD abolished






	 

	14 July

	Law preventing the formation of parties






	 

	 

	Compulsory sterilisation legalised






	 

	20 July

	Concordat with Catholic church






	 

	14 October

	Germany leaves the League of Nations






	 

	12 November

	One-party election






	1934

	30 June

	Night of the Long Knives






	 

	2 August

	Death of President Hindenburg






	 

	19 August

	Hitler becomes Führer and Reich chancellor






	 

	24 October

	German Labour Front established






	1935

	16 March

	Conscription reintroduced






	 

	15 September

	Nuremberg Laws






	1936

	7 March

	Remilitarisation of the Rhineland






	 

	1 October

	Four-Year Plan






	1937

	5 November

	Hitler presents his view of foreign policy (Hossbach Memorandum)






	1938

	11 March

	Anschluss with Austria






	 

	29 September

	Munich Conference






	 

	1 October

	Czech crisis: Sudetenland occupied






	 

	9 November

	Kristallnacht






	
1939

	15 March

	Remainder of Czechoslovakia occupied






	 

	23 August

	Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact (Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact)






	 

	1 September

	German invasion of Poland






	 

	3 September

	Britain and France declare war on Germany






	1940

	22 June

	French surrender/armistice with Germany






	 

	July–October

	Battle of Britain






	1941

	22 June

	German invasion of the Soviet Union






	 

	7 December

	The USA enters the war






	1942

	20 January

	Wannsee Conference






	 

	13 February

	Albert Speer becomes armaments minister






	 

	23 August 1942–2 February 1943

	Battle of Stalingrad






	1944

	6 June

	D-Day invasion






	 

	20 July

	Stauffenberg’s bomb plot






	1945

	30 April

	Hitler commits suicide






	 

	7–8 May

	German armed forces surrender to the Allies








Key figures in Nazi Germany 1933–45






	Figure

	Role






	Ludwig Beck

	Chief of the army general staff between 1935 and 1938. He resigned over Hitler’s plans to invade Czechoslovakia and became an active opponent of the Nazis.






	Joseph Goebbels

	Minister of propaganda and enlightenment between 1933 and 1945. He controlled the media and influenced the culture of Nazi Germany.






	Hermann Göring

	Minister-president of Prussia and minister for aviation 1933–45. President of the Reichstag from 1934. Responsible for the Four-Year Plan.






	Reinhard Heydrich

	Chief of the Reich Main Security Office, and one of the architects of the Holocaust.






	Paul von Hindenburg

	Elected president after Friedrich Ebert’s death in 1925 and re-elected in 1932. He appointed Hitler chancellor on 30 January 1933.






	Adolf Hitler

	As leader of the Nazi Party he transformed a fringe party into a mass movement, eventually securing the chancellorship in January 1933.






	Alfred Hugenberg

	A leading nationalist and industrialist with extensive media interests, leader of the DNVP and a member of Hitler’s cabinet in 1933.






	Franz von Papen

	A conservative politician who served as chancellor in 1932. He played a leading role in bringing Hitler to power when he persuaded Hindenburg that they could keep Hitler under their control.






	Ernst Röhm

	Chief of staff of the rapidly expanding SA. He was executed during the Nazi purge of June 1934.






	Joachim von Ribbentrop

	Foreign minister from February 1938 until 1945. He was found guilty of war crimes at Nuremberg and was hanged.






	Hjalmar Schacht

	President of the Reichsbank in 1933 and economics minister from 1934. He played a major role in Germany’s economic recovery until his resignation in 1937.






	Albert Speer

	An architect and close associate of Hitler who became minister of armaments and war production in 1942.






	Claus von Stauffenberg

	An army officer who became disillusioned with the Nazi regime. He was a leading conspirator in the bomb plot of 1944.








The main political parties in the Reichstag, March 1933


KPD


The German Communist Party advocated revolution on the Russian model for Germany.


SPD


The Social Democratic Party had been the majority socialist party and the largest political party in Germany for most of the Weimar period. The SPD was an ardent supporter of a republican system of government and sought to establish a socialist state through democratic means.


DDP


The German Democratic Party was a left-wing, social liberal party, committed to democratic government and sympathetic to the Weimar Republic.



Wirtschaftspartei


The Reich Party of the German middle class, more commonly known as the Wirtschaftspartei or WP, was a conservative party set up by lower-middle-class groups.


Centre


The German Centre Party, a Catholic party (also known as Zentrum), represented the interests of the Catholic church. It was linked to the Bavarian People’s Party (BVP), which represented the interests of the Catholic church in Bavaria.


BVP


The Bavarian People’s Party was a Catholic party linked to the Centre Party, from which it had broken away in 1918.


DVP


The German People’s Party rejected the Republic and favoured the restoration of the monarchy in Germany. It represented the interests of big business.


DNVP


The German National People’s Party was a right-wing conservative party that opposed the Republic and wanted a return to an authoritarian system of government.


NSDAP


The National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nazi Party). An anti-democratic party that wanted to bring down the Weimar Republic and re-establish a nationalist, authoritarian government.



Developments in the Nazi control of Germany after 1933


Trying to ride a tiger


Coalition theory maintains that the formation of a new administration is the result of a bargaining game that is influenced by a number of interrelated critical factors. Firstly, there will be a distinct contextual environment created by both internal and external issues. Secondly, there will be specific political preferences that will shape the direction a new coalition takes. Finally, there will be an institutional framework that determines how a particular coalition is formed. All these critical factors appeared on the twisted path that led to the appointment of Hitler as chancellor of Germany in January 1933.


The impact of the Wall Street Crash and the resulting breakdown in the democratic system in Germany had created an environment in which National Socialism was able to flourish. The fact that there had been a gradual shift to the political right in the Weimar Republic effectively undermined the stability of successive Weimar coalitions. The right was intent on taking Germany back to a more authoritarian system of government. This made the accession of someone like Hitler that much easier.


President Hindenburg was the main political actor in the formation of the new government because the constitution empowered him to dismiss and appoint the chancellor. Nazi seizure of power is something of a misnomer because Hitler was invited into power as part of a compromise. It was effectively a marriage between right-wing political groups, the Nazi Party and President Hindenburg.


Blinded by political self-interest, the conservative right, orchestrated by Franz von Papen (chancellor for a brief period in 1932), was attempting to regain its position in Germany and believed that in Hitler it had found the means to do so. The aim of the conservative right was to use the Nazis initially to achieve a stable parliamentary majority and then set Germany on a political course of its own choosing.
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Knowledge check 1


Why did National Socialism flourish during the Depression?
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Both Papen and Alfred Hugenberg (businessman, media proprietor and the leader of the DNVP) were convinced of the necessity of keeping Nazi ministers in a minority. Table 1 shows the composition of Hitler’s first cabinet. With only three Nazis, who would be surrounded by eight influential conservatives and flanked by Vice-Chancellor Papen, they convinced themselves that Hitler could fairly easily be shackled. The idea of restraining Hitler and his party was, however, flawed from the start. To do so would require strong political characters with a will to maintain the safeguards that had been put in place. Politicians such as Papen soon showed little desire to rein Hitler in.






	
Table 1 Hitler’s first cabinet






	Reich chancellor (Reichskanzler)

	Adolf Hitler (NSDAP)






	Vice-chancellor and Reich commissioner for Prussia

	Franz von Papen (DNVP)






	Reich foreign minister

	Konstantin von Neurath (Conservative civil servant)






	Reich minister of the interior

	Dr Wilhelm Frick (NSDAP)






	Reich minister of defence

	General Werner von Blomberg (Nazi sympathiser)






	Reich finance minister

	Count Schwerin von Krosigk (Conservative civil servant)






	Reich minister of economics and agriculture

	Dr Alfred Hugenberg (DNVP)






	Reich minister of labour

	Franz Seldte (Stalhelm leader)






	Reich minister of mail and transport

	Paul Freiherr von Eltz-Rübenach (Conservative civil servant)






	Reich minister without portfolio, Reich air commissioner, Prussian minister of the interior

	Hermann Göring (NSDAP)






	Reich commissioner of employment

	Dr Günther Gereke (Conservative civil servant)






	Reich minister of justice

	Dr Franz Gürtner (DNVP)







Papen’s hubris was both criminal and fatal, stemming from the fact that he not only enjoyed the confidence of Hindenburg but also held the key position of minister-president of Prussia, which meant that he was Hermann Göring’s boss, with control over the police and the Prussian administration. Furthermore, as vice-chancellor he had the right to be present when the chancellor presented his reports to the president. But as it proved, the chancellorship and control of the two interior ministries of the Reich and Prussia were all that Hitler needed to turn the so-called National Revolution into a National Socialist revolution.


As Prussian minister of the interior, Göring effectively had control over three-fifths of the internal administration of the Reich including the police. Wilhelm Frick, as Reich minister of the interior, had certain limited powers over the other two-fifths. With General von Blomberg, a Nazi sympathiser, as minister of defence, Hitler had little to fear from the army.


Sharing power was not part of Hitler’s political vision. At the first opportunity he would take steps to achieve independence from his coalition partners and consolidate his position in the Reichstag. With hindsight it is now clear that Hitler would profit from, rather than be obstructed by, the composition of the new cabinet. Using the veneer of constitutional legality, he would destroy democracy.


Therefore, in the context of 1933 onwards, what was likely to happen to the democratic system in Germany given that Hitler:





•  according to one British diplomat, was a cross between a salvationist and a gunman?



•  along with his followers, had been prepared to break the law before 1933?



•  wanted to strengthen the position of the NSDAP within the Reichstag so that he could force through measures that would change the constitution?



•  had long professed his animosity towards democracy?



•  collaborated with conservatives to access the administrative apparatus of the German state?



•  had allies who were prepared to concede to the destruction of that state?






Hitler’s consolidation of power 1933–34



A legal or pseudo-legal revolution?


Democracy had not died on 30 January 1933, but it was certainly in need of life support.


Transitional governments often face a period of opportunity combined with acute vulnerability. Momentum needs to be built and sustained during the initial stages of a new government, and the first few weeks and months are often crucial for the success of the transition.


The coalition government formed on 30 January 1933 was just one in a long line of coalitions that had characterised the politics of the Weimar Republic, but this time it was dominated by the nationalist parties. It was effectively based upon the election results of November 1932, ironic given that support for the Nazis appeared to have peaked in July 1932 when they had won 230 seats in the Reichstag, compared with 196 in the later election. The allocation of seats following the November 1932 election is shown in Table 2.






	
Table 2 November 1932 Reichstag election results






	Party

	Number of seats






	KPD

	100






	SPD

	121






	Centre

	70






	BVP

	20






	DDP

	2






	DVP

	11






	DNVP

	52






	NSDAP

	196






	Others

	12







As for Hitler, he may have been chancellor, but his position was far from fireproof. The Nazis did not have an overall majority in the Reichstag. Hitler could potentially be dismissed at any time by the authority of the president — precisely the fate of the three previous chancellors. If he was intent on pursuing absolute power, there were a number of obstacles that he would have to overcome. He needed to:





•  be able to bypass presidential authority and so increase his leverage over the president



•  have unprecedented access to full legislative powers, so that he could eliminate the Reichstag as an effective organ of government



•  strip away any constitutional guarantees so that he could remove the influence of the political opposition and Nazify central government



•  deal with conflicting interests within the Nazi Party that threatened to destabilise his authority.





Furthermore, the Nazis were operating under certain constraints. Given that Hindenburg openly resented Hitler, any changes would have to be gradual and seem legitimate because Hitler did not want to give the president an excuse to dismiss him. Neither did he want to provoke the intervention of the army — his experience of the failed Munich Putsch of November 1923, which had led to his brief imprisonment, had taught him a lesson about risking everything on a dramatic attempt at insurrection. He would also have to tolerate the traditional political elites, despite calls from radicals in his movement to depose them. He would use the army, bureaucracy and industrialists as required in order to strengthen his power base.


Hitler did not want to approach the president with a cap in one hand and a begging bowl in the other to try to win access to the powers of a presidential decree. He realised that securing an overall parliamentary majority would be the surest way to consolidate his power. He reasoned that early elections in March 1933 could secure an overall majority and free him from dependence on Hindenburg and the other nationalist parties. It would also legitimise his regime by creating a veneer of legality and popular acceptance.


When he became chancellor, Hitler had suggested that he would try to secure the support of the Centre Party to establish a working nationalist coalition. However, he ensured that the negotiations with the Centre Party were not productive and so was able to orchestrate the dissolution of the Reichstag and the calling of immediate new elections for 5 March 1933.


In this way, both Papen and Hugenberg were outmanoeuvred. The non-Nazis in the cabinet meekly submitted, rather than challenging the calling of such a hasty election. In this they were undoubtedly guilty of conceding to Hitler, given that they could have employed a constitutional mechanism for blocking the election, via the Committee for the Protection of Parliamentary Rights.


In a free and fair election, all political actors should compete on an equitable basis, so that voters can choose freely between them. The whole electoral process should be transparent, and should ensure that all political rights are tolerated and protected, and that there is a general acceptance of the principle of free debate. It is a basic political freedom to allow and not interfere with the political messages of other parties.


However, the Nazi Party’s track record, especially during the campaigns for the July and November 1932 elections, suggested it was unlikely that the five weeks of campaigning would be free and equitable.


The Nazis were keen from the outset to spread the message that social order was under threat from an imminent Communist uprising. The spectre of Communist-inspired revolution had been present throughout the Weimar period and so was an easy card for the Nazis to play. Support for the KPD had increased during the Weimar years, with the November 1932 election returning the party’s best result of 100 seats. If Hitler was able to ‘find’ evidence of far-left insurrectionist activity during the March election campaign, he could use it to discredit the KPD and to justify taking trenchant measures against the Communist Party.
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Knowledge check 2


What evidence is there that support for the KPD had grown between 1930 and 1933?
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Political violence characterised the first few weeks of the election campaign. In 1932, Papen as chancellor had lifted the ban on the Sturmabteilung (SA) which was now free to administer violence with impunity as old political rivals and left-wingers were rounded up and taken into ‘protective custody’. The Nazis adopted a campaign slogan of ‘The restoration of order’ — a clever political ploy intended to appeal to patriotic Germans, while allowing brutality to masquerade as the enforcement of order.


As Prussian minister of the interior, Göring was able rapidly to extend Nazi control over the police and civil service in Prussia and recruited 50,000 police auxiliaries to assist the SA and the Schutzstaffel (SS) in the maintenance of law and order. He also issued an order referred to in The Times on 2 February 1933 as the ‘shooting decree’. Another decree on 4 February made it possible to suppress and control the newspapers and public meetings of the political opposition. The meetings of the pro-republican parties and the left could not count on police protection and many left-wing politicians were beaten up.
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Knowledge check 3


What was the shooting decree?
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The Nazis had almost complete control over radio broadcasting leading up to the elections. This, together with the decree of 4 February, made it very hard for the opposition to present an effective case against the NSDAP. The ability of the KPD and SPD to run effective campaigns had been severely handicapped, and it was in an increasingly anti-Communist atmosphere that the people went to the polls. Clearly the Nazis were beginning to strip the country of its constitutional liberties.


For his part and in the face of some public criticism, Hitler feigned moderation, calling upon the German people to be both cautious and patient. He claimed that the violence was the responsibility of a radical minority within the Nazi Party rather than an outbreak of state-orchestrated terror.


The Reichstag fire, 27 February 1933


As we have seen, Hitler had favoured an approach of subverting established democratic institutions from within rather than openly attempting to overthrow them, a strategy which meant that the legislature would be responsible for its own demise and a veneer of legality could be maintained. If anything, however, the events and decrees of February 1933 devalued the Nazi concept of a legal revolution. Legality, if it existed, was only ever wafer-thin — this was better defined as a pseudo-legal revolution.


Given this audit trail and in the light of what happened next, it seems implausible that the Nazis merely responded to a planned act of Communist terrorism in February 1933. But the question of responsibility has stoked the boilers of historical controversy for generations.
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Knowledge check 4


Who was blamed for starting the Reichstag fire?
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On 27 February 1933 the Reichstag building was engulfed by fire. The Reichstag was the physical representation of democracy in Germany. An arson attack on such a symbol amounted to an indirect attack on the people of Germany. The Nazis could not miss such an opportunity (even if events had been stage-managed) to lay the blame at the feet of their bitterest political enemies. According to the Nazi propaganda machine, the fire was started by the Communists as the initial step of a wider Communist uprising with its sights on overthrowing the government. The accusation meant that the flames of anti-Communist and anti-KPD sentiment were fanned even higher.
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